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At every local holiday outing 
Sharon and I attended the talk 
Inevitably turned to the possibility or 
war against Iraq's Saddam Hussein. 

On no occasion did anyone express 
curiosity or concern for the man in 
Baghdad’s future intentions. The 
consensus in Frederick seems a fear 
that the White House may be too 
eager to order a charge into Kuwait. 

A friend flew back last week and 
reported a similar fear grips Euro- 
pean business circles. “Everyone is 
afraid to write a check," he said, 
“until they see what happens next." 

He spoke of the world holding its 
breath, waiting for the Jan. 15 dead- 
line. 

Both here and abroad the onus for 
the current crisis has shifted from 
Iraq's dictator to Pres. George Bush, 
although there is a growing aware- 
ness that Secretary of State James 
Baker may possess the administra- 
tion’s true Rambo mentality. 

None of this is fair. 

- The state of the U.S. treasury may 
^ have left Mr. Bush no choice but to 
switch from a policy of passive 
blockade to active confrontation. To 
this space’s regular readers, it 
comes as no surprise that the Saudis 
are reluctant to underwrite the 
American presence. 

Though their pockets bulge with 
added billions produced by the price 
explosion, the oil-rich Arabs continue 
the stingy streak which, as this 
column has reported, makes them 
thoroughly detested among the 
Egyptians and others promised their 

help. .. .. , 

Unfortunately for this nation s 
taxpayers, the Japanese and 
Germans have also demonstrated 
little willingness to contribute from 
their wealth that was founded on this 
nation’s generosity following their 
World War II defeat. Never mind 
that they are much more dependent 
on Gulf oil than Americans. 

Economics aside, the president has 
his eyes firmly fixed on the next 
elections. Another four years are, by 
no means, guaranteed. He has no 
reason to trust voters' support for the 
stand-off that must come when sanc- 
tions are the only pressure on Iraq. A 
stalemate in the desert would 


amplify the “wimp" assault Mr. 
Bush is already taking from the 
political right. 

Moreover, in order to work, the 
economic blockade demands a mas- 
sive and prolonged commitment to 
keep thousands and thousands of 
America’s young men and women 
separated from their families and 
constantly in probable harm’s way. 

Mr. Bush’s answer was to escalate 
the commitment in an attempt to 
convince Baghdad that time, his 
acknowledged enemy, is no friend to 
Iraq’s president either. 

In the same mode, it was further 
necessary for the gentleman in the 
White House to adopt a Dr. 
Strangelove guise, creating the 
impression that his finger itches to 
push the button summoning the jets 
and missiles that are the modern 
dogs of war. The hard-core person- 
ality and obvious ambition of his 
secretary of state helped. 

“Wimp" is probably the last word 
that can be applied to Mr. Baker. 
^.Princeton and Yale law left no 
veneer to obscure his cowboy soul. 
With any memory of the Vietnam 
; years, how can anyone not hear grim 
* echoes in the secretary’s flat twang 
t ; 0 f his fellow Texan, Lyndon B. 
Johnson? 

The comparison increases with the 
realization that Mr. Baker had little 

public role in the present crisis so 
long as the administration promoted 
solely sanctions. Not until the recent 
elections were over was the policy 
abandoned. 

The secretary did not move into the 
administration’s front ranks against 
Iraq until the weekend before 
November’s voting when he surfaced 
in Saudi Arabia. Ever since, he has 
been this nation’s chief salesman of a 
get-tough posture, burning the miles 
among America’s principal allies 
and torching the public feet of those 
who question the position. 

The Kuwait invasion has proven a 
boon for the Texan’s presidential 
quest. It has provided golden oppor- 
tunities for high-profile exposures 
that give him widespread recognition 
in voting households. 

To his credit, Mr. Baker has seized 


every chance to demonstrate his 
intelligence, his decisiveness and his 
complete lack of tolerance for 
* “fools," particularly in the opposi- 
tion party. At a televised Senate 
hearing, the secretary licked his 
chops over Connecticut’s Thomas 
Dodd and several other Democrats. 

When Paul Sarbanes escaped the 
Baker jaws and intellectually 
roasted the get-tough approach, 
Maryland’s senator received his 
comeuppance in a Sun story. He was 
accused of plagiarism for failing to 
include in off-the-cuff remarks the 
source of every thought tossed out. 
Down in Texas they play hard-ball in 
every way. 

But none of these observations, 
including the LBJ comparison, 
should be swallowed as indication 
that James Baker is willing to take 
this nation to war for the sake of 
personal ambition, or any other 
reason. 

Precisely because he always has 
Mr. Johnson’s fate before him, 
today’s top Washington Texan must 
avoid fostering any decision that 
could be said to replicate Vietnam. 
He knows a quick war is no more 
likely over Arabia’s trackless sand 
than it was in Southeast Asia’s 
tumbled jungles. 

Sending Mr. Baker to Baghdad 
could very well be the single act that 
ensures peace. Successful talks with 
Mr. Hussein would make the secre- 
tary an instant International hero, 
probably winning a Nobel Prize and 
paving his way to the White House’s 
front door. 

No, I do not agree with the general 
opinion being expressed about 
Washington’s leaders these holidays. 
Most of all, I resent the 
accompanying inference that the 
Iraqi dictator is a dove in danger 
from American hawks. The only true 
malefactor in this season's real-life 
morality drama is the vicious tyrant 
who sits in Baghdad’s biggest chair. 

But Saddam Hussein can afford 
war less than his adversaries. Com- 
pletely ignore his bombastic propa- 
ganda. He cannot risk the devasta- 
tion to his personal ambition if he is 
responsible for shedding more blood 
among his brother Arabs, including 
the Egyptians and Syrians arrayed 
against him. 

Under the mores of that part of the 
world, in time, the Kuwait invasion 
could be kissed off as a latter-day 
version of the raids that were once 
ingrained in Middle East life. That 
excuse ceased to exist when his 
action caused foreign troops to be 
called in. 

Unlike virtually everyone else in 
Frederick, it seems, I still do not 
believe we are locked up in a run- 
away locomotive, headed straight for 
war. 


